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Abstract  
 ‘ZƵƌĂůƌĞĐŽŶƐƚƌƵĐƚŝŽŶ ?ŚĂƐďĞĐŽŵĞĂŶŝŵƉŽƌƚĂŶƚĂŶĚŵƵĐŚĚŝƐĐƵƐƐĞĚƚŚĞŵĞǁŝƚŚŝŶŚŝŶĞƐĞ
architectural practice and academia in recent years. The approach adopted by architects 
and intellectuals in this field tends to be oriented to humanitarian service and cultural 
production. In this study I argue that not enough attention is being given to the kind of 
social production and communal form that is typically constructed through collective 
building and economic practices in Chinese villages.  
  
This paper compares the approaches to village re-vitalization taken by two recent 
architectural projects in two Chinese villages. Both projects attempt to give fresh meaning 
ƚŽƚŚĞŽůĚǁŽƌĚ ‘ŽŵŵƵŶĞ ?. By examining the extent to which input from creative outsiders 
can reconfirm or re-ŝŶǀĞŶƚƚŚĞǀĂůƵĞĂŶĚƉŽƚĞŶƚŝĂůŽĨ ‘ĐŽŵŵƵŶĞ ?ŝŶƚŚĞŝƌĞĨĨŽƌƚƐƚŽĞĨĨĞĐƚ
socio-cultural transformation in Chinese villages, this paper concludes that architecture in 
Chinese villages needs to work with more communal forms of collective practice in order to 
achieve a more socially resilient rural re-construction.  
 
Introduction  
ŚŝŶĂ ?ƐĞǆƉĂŶĚŝŶŐĐŝƚŝĞƐŚĂǀĞŐŝǀĞŶĂŵĂũŽƌ ?ďƵƚƌĞůĂƚŝǀĞůǇƌĞĐĞŶƚŝŵƉĞƚƵƐƚŽŐůŽďĂů
urbanisation. But for much of the twentieth century ŚŝŶĂ ?ƐŵŽĚĞƌŶƐŽĐŝĂůĂŶĚƉŽůŝƚŝĐĂů
history was ĂĐƚƵĂůůǇŵŽƌĞĨŽĐƵƐĞĚŽŶƌƵƌĂůǀŝůůĂŐĞƌĞǀŝƚĂůŝǌĂƚŝŽŶ ?dŚĞĨŝƌƐƚǁĂǀĞŽĨƚŚĞ ‘ZƵƌĂů
ZĞĐŽŶƐƚƌƵĐƚŝŽŶDŽǀĞŵĞŶƚ ?ĐĂŵĞĚƵƌŝŶŐthe 1920 ?Ɛ and 30s and was led by a whole 
generation of intellectuals, which included key figures such as Shuming Liang and Yangchu 
Yan (James Yen), whose education-based, people-centred development strategies aimed to 
combat problems of Chinese rural village life, such as poverty, poor education and poor 
local governance 1. The methods they developed did not save China from poverty or war, 
but they did provide the foundation for a bottom-up rural construction through the 
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education of common villagers which had great impact and left a profound legacy. For many 
years after this China was very concerned with the issues of villages, people and agriculture. 
But then after the  ‘Reform and Opening-up Policy ?ŽĨ 1978, China embarked upon its 
programme of rapid urbanization in which the city become the driving engine of both short 
term and long term national economic growth, which resulted in a very uneven pattern of 
urban and rural development: Millions of villagers flooded into the cities to work as low-
ƐŬŝůůĞĚǁŽƌŬĞƌƐ ?ǁŝƚŚŽƌǁŝƚŚŽƵƚƵƌďĂŶƌĞƐŝĚĞŶƚŝĂůĐĂƌĚƐ ?ǁŝƚŚŝŶƚŚĞĐŽƵŶƚƌǇ ?Ɛ ‘,ƵŬŽƵ ?
household registration system) leaving rural villages very short of skilled and educated 
ǁŽƌŬĞƌƐ ?dŚŝƐŝƐƚŚĞďĂĐŬĚƌŽƉĨŽƌƚŚĞůĂƚĞƐƚǁĂǀĞŽĨ ‘EĞǁZƵƌĂůZĞĐŽŶƐƚƌƵĐƚŝŽŶ ?ǁŚŝĐŚďĞŐĂŶ
around the year 2000, initiated by a number of social activists and academic scholars who 
were given some official license by the launch of the governmental policy  ‘ŽŶƐƚƌƵĐƚŝŽŶŽĨĂ 
EĞǁ^ŽĐŝĂůŝƐƚŽƵŶƚƌǇƐŝĚĞ ?ŝŶ ? ? ? ?2.  
Apart from research on settlements which had been designated as places of important 
cultural heritage, Chinese architectural practitioners and academics had generally been 
slow, or reluctant to respond to this drastic social transformation until around the year 
2014, ǁŚĞŶƚŚĞŝĚĞĂŽĨ ‘ƌƵƌĂůƌĞĐŽŶƐƚƌƵĐƚŝŽŶ ?ĨŝůƚĞƌĞĚŝŶƚŽ mainstream consciousness.  
The prevailing top-down modes of production in China and the lack of connections between 
ƚŚĞŽƌĞƚŝĐĂůĂŶĚ ‘ŝŶƚŚĞĨŝĞůĚ ?ĚĞƐŝŐŶƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĞ have created tensions within architectural 
practice and academia between village and city, conservation and development, and 
tradition and modernity. It is worth mentioning that about a decade earlier than in mainland 
China, some independent practitioners and academic researchers from Hong Kong and 
Taiwan had already pioneered responses to these kinds of dilemmas. Among these are 
Atelier-3/Rural Architecture Studio led by Hsieh Ying-ĐŚƵŶ ? ‘tƵŚŝYŝĂŽ ?ƌŝĚŐĞƚŽŚŝŶĂ )
 ?ŚĂƌŝƚĂďůĞ&ŽƵŶĚĂƚŝŽŶůĞĚďǇE'zĂŶzƵŶŐĚǁĂƌĚ3 from the Chinese University of Hong 
Kong, the emerging practice of Rural Urban Framework (founded by Joshua Bolchover and 
:ŽŚŶ>ŝŶĨƌŽŵƚŚĞhŶŝǀĞƌƐŝƚǇŽĨ,ŽŶŐ<ŽŶŐ ) ?ĂŶĚƚŚĞŝŶŶŽǀĂƚŝǀĞ ‘EĞǁ-ƵĚ ?4 architectural 
system from Zhu Jingxiang Architects also based in the Chinese University of Hong Kong. 
Most of these practitioners were trained in the West before practicing in southern Chinese 
villages that are reasonably close to Hong Kong. But villages in the inner mainland which 
have suffered heavily from urbanization, have received less attention. Wang Shu made a 
breakthrough with his design research on remote villages in southeast China, in particular 
with his ongoing project to revitalize Wen village in Zhejiang province (interestingly many of 
his completed works in urban settings have absorbed lessons from vernacular village forms). 
All these examples of architectural practice in Chinese village contexts were directed by 
professional ĂƌĐŚŝƚĞĐƚƐŝŶĂƌĞůĂƚŝǀĞůǇ ‘ƚŽƉ-ĚŽǁŶ ?ĂƉƉƌŽĂĐŚƚŽǁĂƌĚƐŚƵŵĂŶŝƚĂƌŝĂŶƐĞƌǀŝĐĞ
and cultural production at both building and neighbourhood scale. But, it is argued, more 
projects that are less hierarchical in their social production of architecture are needed in 
order to empower ordinary communities and peasants in Chinese rural villages.  
This is mainly because the social, physical, and spiritual production of Chinese village 
architecture has historically emerged from the collective engagement of processes of social 
production that engage with multiple narratives and authors, including scholars, carpenters, 
and a wide population of kin and neighbours. Quite a different process to those oriented 
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around the notion of the modern professional architect. Architectural design in the Chinese 
village was a layered, palimpsest-like process based on communal values and oral 
agreements. Another reason why architecture in the Chinese village is traditionally, 
physically and mentally a place of collective practice is because they have strong lineages 
and neighbourhoods with deep cosmological, Daoist and Confucian roots, formed over 
many generations, particularly in Southern and Central regions, where collective practice is 
also manifested in such things as protection for peace, mutual aid at harvest times, and in 
the extent to which village land is collectively owned. So even before the Communist 
WĂƌƚǇ ?ƐƚĂƚĞ ?ƐŐƌĂĚƵĂůĐŽůůĞĐƚŝǀŝǌĂƚŝŽŶŽĨƌƵƌĂůŚŝŶĞƐĞůŝĨĞƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌůǇŝŶůĂŶĚŽǁŶĞƌƐŚŝƉĂŶĚ
distribution, down-to-earth collective practices were a reality.  
 
 
The architecture of the traditional Chinese village corresponds with recent Western thinking 
about architecture as a matter of concern and care, as opposed to regarding architecture as 
a matter of object and fact. Bruno Latour, for example, has argued that as matters of fact 
buildings can be subjected to rules and methods and they can be treated as objects on their 
own terms, but as matters of concern, they enter into more socially embedded networks, in 
which the consequences of architecture are of much more significance than the objects of 
architecture.5 In sum, the paradigm followed by Chinese village architecture was rooted in a 
society of collective ownership and loose-fit local governance, and sustained by processes of 
social production in communal form and collective practice.  
 
This paper considers two new architectural projects in two old villages in mainland China 
which have re-invented the idea of the  ‘ŽŵŵƵŶĞ ? ?a word with very strong associations 
ǁŝƚŚƚŚĞĞƌĂŽĨƚŚĞWĞŽƉůĞ ?ƐŽŵŵƵŶĞ ? ? ? ? ?-1978). The two villages lie between the highly 
developed eastern coastal regions and the underdeveloped west central western regions, in 
the eastern central part of China in Anhui province and Zhejiang provinces respectively. My 
interest in vernacular architecture in these areas began partly with personal curiosity 
connected to my own family ?Ɛ origins in Zhejiang province and their move to Anhui province 
ĚƵƌŝŶŐƚŚĞWĞŽƉůĞ ?ƐŽŵŵƵŶĞƉĞƌŝŽĚ ?Ƶƚthen I also became interested in the critical and 
creative approaches to these traditional contexts being developed by architects within the 
context of current rural-urban transitions and conditions. The two projects are ? ‘ŝƐŚĂŶ
ŽŵŵƵŶĞ ?ŝŶŝƐŚĂŶǀŝůůĂŐĞƚŽƚŚĞƐŽƵƚŚĞĂst of Anhui province, and ? ‘^ƵŶŽŵŵƵŶĞ ?ŝŶ
Shuangmiao village in the southwest of Zhejiang province. I have made fieldtrips to both 
these places and conducted more than 40 formal and informal interviews with these 
ƉƌŽũĞĐƚ ?Ɛ stakeholders, ranging from the head of the village, to architectural assistants and 
ordinary villagers whose views I paid particular attention to. I also conducted interviews 
with several local experts, including rural sociologists, anthropologists and editors, in order 
to gain as broad a range of viewpoints about these two case studies as possible. The 
intention I had was neither to criticize emerging practices nor to be nostalgic about the old 
ways, but rather to explore the values and challenges of communal form and collective 
practice in Chinese villages for contemporary architectural practice. Two approaches to 
 ‘ŽŵŵƵŶĞ ? ?ǁŝƚŚĐŽŶƚƌĂƐƚŝŶŐǀĂůƵĞƐĂƌĞĐŽŶƐŝĚĞƌed here; one is the commune imagined and 
presented by creative outsiders, and the other is the commune as expressed and lived by 
villagers themselves. Although not mentioned by the practitioners involved in these 
projects, their different approaches seem to accord in some senses a dialectical relationship 
with theories of, on one hand, ZŝĐŚĂƌĚ&ůŽƌŝĚĂ ?ƐŝĚĞĂƐŽĨƚŚĞ ‘ĐƌĞĂƚŝǀĞĐůĂƐƐ ?6, albeit in a rural 
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Chinese context, ĂŶĚŽŶƚŚĞŽƚŚĞƌŚĂŶĚ ?ƌƵŶŽ>ĂƚŽƵƌ ?ƐŶŽƚŝŽŶŽĨ ‘ƌĞ-ĂƐƐĞŵďůŝŶŐƚŚĞƐŽĐŝĂů ?
already referred to above. This paper seeks clarity about how architecture as a communal 
form and collective practice could facilitate village revitalization within the current wave of 
rural reconstruction in China.  
 
CASE STUDIES  
 ?ŝƐŚĂŶŽŵŵƵŶĞ ? ? ? ? ? ?- ), Bishan Village, Anhui Province.  
Bishan Village in Anhui Province has a registered population of 3000 inhabitants. Two-thirds 
of these villagers live and work outside the village in small businesses such as handicrafts 
and tea trading. 7 The average annual income in 2013 was around £1200 per person, which 
represents a good level of economic status when compared with other, often poorer villages 
in that region. However, that figure does not provide a complete economic picture, 
particularly if one considers the other third of the population who actually live in the village. 
Most of these permanent residents are those left behind for various reasons, including 
many elderly people, women and pre-school children, many of whom who get their incomes 
through the farming of crops such as silk, tea and rape-seed, or from casual labour, as a 
brick porter for example, or in nearby rural factories. Although many maintain small 
vegetable plots for their own consumption, most people living in Bishan do not work on the 
larger farmlands, this is because they can actually earn a bit more by subcontracting the 
work to food corporations under government supervision, a peculiar economic condition 
that presently exists in many Chinese villages.  
Historically, Bishan was one of the most affluent and important villages of the region 
because of its proximity (around 4 km) to the nearby county. But in the past two decades 
much of its architectural heritage has been lost, as villagers have tended to knock down 
their old family houses in order to build modern ones like those in the city. For example, out 
of 38 ancestral halls and family halls that existed until recently, only 10 remain. 8 ^ŽŝƐŚĂŶ ?Ɛ
appearance has changed a lot, and as a result it has not been selected ĂƐĂ ‘ĐƵůƚƵƌĂůƚŽƵƌŝƐŵ
ǀŝůůĂŐĞ ?ďǇƚŚĞĐŽƵŶƚǇŐŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ ? 9 The consequences of this are that it does not receive 
governmental funding to develop its public facilities and infrastructure, because the county 
ŐŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚŽŶůǇƐƵƉƉŽƌƚƐ ‘ƚŽƵƌŝƐŵǀŝůůĂŐĞƐ ?ǁŚĞƌĞ there is greater potential for a return 
through taxation. Bishan, and many other villages like it, that have not been prioritised as 
ƚŽƵƌŝƐƚƐŝƚĞƐŝŶƚŚĞĐŽƵŶƚǇ ?ƐĚĞǀĞůŽƉŵĞŶƚĂŐĞŶĚĂŝŶƌĞĐĞŶƚǇĞĂƌƐĂre in a negative cycle with 
increasing numbers of people leaving and old buildings being abandoned. If anything the 
traditional clan-based social structure has decayed faster than the buildings (Figure 1).   
Practitioners: In 2007, internationally recognized Chinese artist and curator, Ning Ou, who 
ŽƌŝŐŝŶĂƚĞĚĨƌŽŵĂ^ŽƵƚŚŚŝŶĂƌƵƌĂůǀŝůůĂŐĞŚŝŵƐĞůĨ ?ĞƐƚĂďůŝƐŚĞĚĂ ‘ǀŝůůĂŐĞĐŽŵŵƵŶĞ ?ŝŶ
Bishan, which aimed to address the problems with a utopian vision. One of his key partners 
included his close friend and contemporary arts academic Jing Zuo. They investigated the 
physical and cultural landscapes of the village with their assistants and students many times 
ŽǀĞƌĨŽƵƌǇĞĂƌƐ ?ďĞĨŽƌĞƚŚĞĨŝŶĂůůĂƵŶĐŚŽĨƚŚĞ ‘ŽŵŵƵŶĞ ?ŝŶ:ƵŶĞ ? ? ? ? ?dŚĞǇƌĞ-
ĂƉƉƌŽƉƌŝĂƚĞĚƚŚĞƚĞƌŵ ‘ĐŽŵŵƵŶĞ ?ĨƌŽŵƚŚĞĞƌĂŽĨŚŝŶĂ ?Ɛ ‘'ƌĞĂƚ>ĞĂƉ&ŽƌǁĂƌĚ ?ǁŚŝĐŚŚĂĚ
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ĐŚĂŵƉŝŽŶĞĚƚŚĞŝĚĞĂŽĨƚŚĞ ‘WĞŽƉůĞ ?ƐŽŵŵƵŶĞ ? ?dŚĞƵƐĞŽĨƚŚĞƚĞƌŵ ?ǁŚŝĐŚƌĞ-awakened 
ŽůĚ ‘ƌĞĚŵĞŵŽƌŝĞƐ ? ?ǁĂƐŝŶƚĞŶĚĞĚƚŽĞǀŽŬĞƚŚĞŝĚĞĂƐŽĨĐůůĞĐƚŝǀĞǁŽƌŬ-life and spirit in the 
whole community, rather than the unrealistic economic ambitions that some associate with 
those times. By positioning themselves as both expert practitioners and ordinary residents 
of Bishan village, they aimed to explore an alternative model for rural development, to 
revitalize vernacular cultural identity, and to reconnect the ruptured social structure that 
ŚĂĚŽƌŝŐŝŶĂůůǇďĞĞŶďĂƐĞĚƵƉŽŶƚŚĞƚƌĂĚŝƚŝŽŶĂů ‘ŵƵƚƵĂůĂŝĚ ?ƐƉŝƌŝƚŽĨƚŚĞĐůĂŶƐǇƐƚĞŵ ?10 
Working process: hŶĚĞƌƚŚĞŝŶĨůƵĞŶĐĞŽĨ ‘ŶŽŶ-ŐŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚĂů ?ĨŽƌŵƐĂŶĚƉƌĂĐƚŝĐes as 
exemplified by places like Freetown Christiania in Copenhagen, the main vision of this 
Commune was to establish  open-ended, self-sufficient and self-organised  systems  
ŐŽǀĞƌŶŝŶŐƚŚĞǀŝůůĂŐĞ ?ƐĂƉƉĞĂƌĂŶĐĞ ?ĐŽ-housing provision, food production and media 
representations. It even had its own passport, uniform, and a time-based currency called 
 ‘ŝƐŚĂŶ,ŽƵƌƐ ? ?Figure 2) which could replace cash. It aimed to share public facilities such as a 
kitchen and laundry to save collective expense. The aim was also to share opinions and to 
make collective decisions on commune policies. Overall they valued and advocated a very 
pure kind of civic spirit, manifested through collective place-making and decision-making, 
which they believed was necessary to weave Chinese vernacular settlements and 
communities back together.  
The starting point of the Bishan Commune was the regeneration of a disused ancestral hall 
(Figure 3) and the reintroduction of a ritual performance based on the themes of harvest and 
craftsmanship. A performance-ďĂƐĞĚĞǆŚŝďŝƚŝŽŶĐĂůůĞĚ ‘ŝƐŚĂŶ,ĂƌǀĞƐƚŝǀĂů ?ƚŽŽŬƉůĂĐĞŝŶ
August 2011, with the help of funding by city based galleries and biennials, accessed 
ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚEŝŶŐKƵĂŶĚ:ŝŶŐƵŽ ?ƐƐƚĂŶĚŝŶŐŝŶƚŚĞƐŽĐŝĂůŶĞƚǁŽƌŬƐŽĨĂĐƵůƚƵƌĂůĞůŝƚĞ ?dŚĞŶ
another hall was re-programmed as a branch of a national bookstore chain, which in this 
case was given generous support from local government, which allowed them to rent the 
place free for the next 50 years.11 A collective farm producing organic food was also 
established. In terms of design and construction, it was Ning Ou who provided the initial 
concepts and drawings which were further developed with the help of friends and student 
assistants with architectural skills and then they hired local builders.12 Many discussions, 
disagreements and adjustments happened on the building sites.  
How it works: The first and only Bishan Harvestival took place over three days in a 
reclaimed hall at the entrance of the village (Figure 4) and successfully reconnected civic life 
through a reinterpretation of this old but forgotten communal ritual space. The event 
comprised an exhibition on village history, a symposium on building conservation and 
rehabilitation, some local music and performances, and a documentary film connected with 
a book launch which focused on 34 indigenous crafts given contemporary collaborative 
reinventions. Initially the bookstore worked well, it saved the ancestral hall from demolition 
and introduced a new civic learning space in an old building previously used for collective 
worship. Villagers came in and out who might not be reading but who wanted social 
contact. Other visitors were travellers who saw this bookstore as a travel destination and as 
a place to meet villagers, so it fulfilled its hoped for cross-programming potential. Ning Ou 
created his own live-work space, carefully arranged by him and his assistants with modern 
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elements of structure and furniture inserted into the old fabric of a traditional building. 
Other recent projects included a small exhibition hall which was transformed from existing 
buildings. 
The practitioners claimed that those diverse events and interventions were co-organised 
with villagers combining efforts from both insiders and outsiders including artists, architects, 
musicians, film-makers and student volunteers. But questions remain about how much 
participation there was from locals and to what extent they benefited from their 
engagement with this cultural festival. Other questions of everyday participation was also 
raised by the modern bookstore behind the traditional mask of the ancestral hall: The store 
ƐĞůůƐǀĞƌǇĞǆƉĞŶƐŝǀĞůŝƚĞƌĂƌǇĂŶĚĂƌƚďŽŽŬƐĂŶĚĐĂůůƐŝƚƐĞůĨďǇƚŚĞ&ƌĞŶĐŚŶĂŵĞŽĨ ‘Librairie 
Avant-Garde ? ?Such cultural and economic thresholds exclude many locals, and cater for 
those of a higher socio-ĞĐŽŶŽŵŝĐƐƚĂƚƵƐǁŚŽǁŝƐŚƚŽďĞĂƐƐŽĐŝĂƚĞĚƚŚĞƐŚŽƉ ?ƐĂƉƉĞĂůŝŶŐ
aesthetic and narrative. Its main target group is not ordinary villagers who tend not to be 
well-educated, but middle-class visitors from large cities such as Nanjing and Hangzhou. The 
lack of more daily interaction and consensus between the arts practitioners and local 
villagers is evident in interviews made with several of the villagers, including some of the 
village leaders. Most of them recognise that the  ‘ŝƐŚĂŶŽŵŵƵŶĞ ?ŚĂƐŵĂĚĞƚŚĞ village 
 ‘ŵŽƌĞĨĂŵŽƵƐƚŚĂŶďĞĨŽƌĞ ? ?ŚŽǁĞǀĞƌƚŚĞǇĂůƐŽŝŶƐŝƐƚƚŚĂƚƚŚĞǁŚŽůĞƉƌŽƉŽƐĂůĨƵŶĐƚŝŽŶĞĚŝŶĂ
way that they thought was quite remote from their wellbeing and everyday lives.13 Some 
ĂůƐŽĞǆƉƌĞƐƐĞĚĂƉƌĞĨĞƌĞŶĐĞĨŽƌ ‘ƚŽƵƌŝƐŵĚĞǀĞůŽƉĞĚďǇĐŽŵŵĞƌĐŝĂůĐŽŵƉĂŶŝĞƐ ? ?ďĞĐĂƵƐĞŝƚ
could improve their economic condition in a real sense and probably in a much shorter 
timeframe. To what extent the project connected with the real public interests of 
underprivileged villagers is an important question.   
 ?ŝƐŚĂŶŽŵŵƵŶĞ ? considered: ůƚŚŽƵŐŚƐŝƚƵĂƚĞĚŝŶŝƐŚĂŶsŝůůĂŐĞ ?ƚŚĞ ‘ŝƐŚĂŶŽŵŵƵŶĞ ?
ƐĞĞŵƐƚŽŚĂǀĞƌĞŵĂŝŶĞĚ ‘ŽƚŚĞƌ ? ?ĂƐŝt developed from a utopian cohousing experiment to a 
heterogeneous grafting of the urban onto the rural. The tactical error of this utopian 
proposal aiming for rural revitalisation, arguably, lay in the uneven development strategy 
which prioritised cultural production over the social production of community and 
ĂƌĐŚŝƚĞĐƚƵƌĞ ?dŚĞĐƵůƚƵƌĂůƌĞǀŝƚĂůŝƐĂƚŝŽŶĂĐŚŝĞǀĞĚďǇƚŚĞ ‘ŝƐŚĂŶŽŵŵƵŶĞ ?ĨŽƌƚŚĞǀŝůůĂŐĞ
relied largely on curiosity and nostalgia on the part of urban visitors and their consumption 
of the place. The project has had positive local policy benefits, particularly with respect to 
building regeneration and heritage preservation, but this was based on local government 
intentions to increase tourism income by exploiting the personal aura of Ning Ou and the 
publicity generated by his radical intentions. The fact is that almost all the flows of people 
and material to this Commune depended on a linear track from urban to rural and it 
appears more successful in terms of cultural production for outsiders and less so in terms of 
social production for villagers ?hůƚŝŵĂƚĞůǇƚŚĞ ‘ŝƐŚĂŶŽŵŵƵŶĞ ? has not fulfilled its aim of 
tackling the fundamental question of how to empower the weakest from the bottom up 
along the chain of spatial and material allocation in this rural village, whilst retaining its own 
self-generated identity. /ŶŐĞŶĞƌĂůƚŚĞŶ ?ƚŚĞ ‘ŝƐŚĂŶŽŵŵƵŶĞ ?ŚĂƐƌĂŝƐĞĚŵŽƌĞƋƵĞƐƚŝŽŶƐ
ƚŚĂŶƉƌŽǀŝĚĞĚĂŶƐǁĞƌƐĂŶĚĨŽƌƚŚĞƉĂƐƚĨŽƵƌǇĞĂƌƐƚŚĞĐƌĞĂƚŽƌƐŽĨƚŚĞ ‘ŝƐŚĂŶŽŵŵƵŶĞ ?
have had numerous arguments and misunderstĂŶĚŝŶŐƐĂƐƚŚĞǇĨĂĐĞĚƚŚĞǀŝůůĂŐĞ ?Ɛ
challenges. But it nevertheless represents an important milestone in understanding the 
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challenge of intervening in rural contexts. It has stimulated hot debates and discussions, and 
has gained a lot of attention from wider audiences, which will it is hoped will help to attract 
further funding, labour and material resource for other projects. dŚĞŝƐŚĂŶŽŵŵƵŶĞ ?Ɛ
dependence on cultural production did not focus enough on some of the socio economic 
issues underlying the villĂŐĞ ?ƐƉŚǇƐŝĐĂůĂƉƉĞĂƌĂŶĐĞĂŶĚŚĂƐŶ ?ƚǇĞƚŐƵŝĚĞĚƚŚŝƐŽůĚǀŝůůĂŐĞ
onto a more participatory and resilient path. It was ambitious to start the project with the 
vision of a collective commune, but social division is still very evident, between arts 
practitioners as part of an urban elite and indigenous villagers as an underprivileged rural 
class, and between the aesthetic imagination of the privileged and the real life of the poor. 
If it ĐŽƵůĚŶ ?ƚĞŶŐĂŐĞůŽĐĂůpolicies and strategies with a more explicit socio-spatial focus, 
then it could neither exert a more profound impact on local community empowerment and 
village development.  
 
 ?^ƵŶŽŵŵƵŶĞ ? ? ? ? ? ?- ) Shuangmiao village, Zhejiang Province.   
Village:  
Shuangmiao administrative village is one of 29 villages supervised by a township called Sun. 
This administrative village is made up of three separate villages  W Shuangmiao, Zhuyi and 
Guanyin village, with a total population of 1400 from 477 families. It is located at the 
western foot of Tianmu Mountain, 5 km from the Sun ToǁŶƐŚŝƉŶĞĂƌ>ŝŶ ?ĂŶŝƚǇǁŚŝĐŚŝƐ to 
the west of the capital city of Zhejiang province, Hangzhou city. In recent history the 
administrative regional development of Sun township has, like most rural settlements in the 
ƚŝŵĞŽĨƚŚĞWĞŽƉůĞ ?ƐZĞƉƵďůŝĐŽĨŚŝŶĂ ?ďĞĞŶƚŚƌŽƵŐŚŵĂŶǇĐŚĂŶŐĞƐ PĞƐŝŐŶĂƚĞĚĂƐĂ ‘small 
town ? ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ ? ? ? ?ĂŶĚ ? ? ? ? ?ŝƚƐƐƚĂƚƵƐǁĂƐƚŚĞŶĐŚĂŶŐĞĚŝŶƚŽƚŚĞ ‘^ƵŶWĞŽƉůĞ ?Ɛ
ŽŵŵƵŶĞ ?ŝŶ ? ? ? ? ?/Ŷ ? ? ? ?ŝƚǁĂƐĚŝǀŝĚĞĚŝŶƚŽƚŚƌĞĞĐŽŵŵƵŶĞƐ ?ƚŚĞŶƌeformed into a small 
town again in 1984 and finally upgraded into a township from between 1988 and 1992. 14 
Located in a sub-tropical region with four clearly distinguished seasons, Shuangmiao 
administrative village is an agricultural-based village with cultivated arable land accounting 
for over 90% of its economy. Income-Related subsidies have been from three parts: bamboo 
shoots, silkworm breeding and seedling cultivation. This generally applies to the smaller 
Shuangmiao village which comprises approximately 300 villagers belonging to 90 families. 
Shuangmiao village is slightly different to the other two villages within the Shuangmiao trio 
because it has a particular focus on pig farming. In 2000 the proportion of villagers living off 
pig rearing  peaked at 90% with each person raising an average of 90 pigs. Through this the 
villagers had a slightly higher annual income than average for the whole Sun Township 
(£870). But the market for pig rearing was limited to the local area because of poor traffic 
infrasƚƌƵĐƚƵƌĞ ?DŽƌĞĂŶĚŵŽƌĞŽĨ^ŚƵĂŶŐŵŝĂŽ ?ƐǁŽƌŬŝŶŐůĂďŽƵƌŚĂǀĞů ĨƚƚŽĨŝŶĚǁŽƌŬŝŶ
nearby small towns and townships, causing a steady year by year deterioration of the 
village.   
Practitioners and Financing:  
This situation gradually improved after the arrival, in 2013 of a young organic agriculture 
ĞŶƚĞƌƉƌŝƐĞ ?ƐĞƚƵƉďǇ^ŚĂŶŐŚĂŝďƵƐŝŶĞƐƐŵĂŶtĞŝŚĞŶ ?dŚĞǇŶŝĐŬŶĂŵĞĚƚŚĞŵƐĞůǀĞƐ ‘^ƵŶ
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ŽŵŵƵŶĞ ?ŝŶŵĞŵŽƌǇŽĨƚŚĞĐŽůůĞĐƚŝǀĞƐƉŝƌŝƚĂŶĚůŝĨĞŝŶthe old People ?Ɛ Commune days (in 
the period 1958- ? ? ) ?dŚĞĂŵďŝƚŝŽŶĂŶĚǀŝƐŝŽŶĨŽƌ ‘^ƵŶŽŵŵƵŶĞ ?ǁĂƐƚŽĂĐŚŝĞǀĞƐƵƐƚĂŝŶĂďůĞ
rural-urban relations where the rural will be in harmony with the urban through mutual 
learning and collective production. Founding partner Wei Chen claimed in an interview, that 
ƚŚĞŽƌŝŐŝŶĂůĞƚŚŽƐŽĨ ‘^ƵŶŽŵŵƵŶĞ ?ǁĂƐƚŽƉƌŽǀŝĚĞĂƉůĂƚĨŽƌŵĂŶĚĂƉůĂĐĞĨŽƌƵƌďĂŶ
citizens to experience rural farming culture and products, where they could get close to 
nature and life in the countryside15. The existence ŽĨ ‘^ƵŶŽŵŵƵŶĞ ?ƌĞĨůĞĐƚƐ a low level of 
trust among the Chinese public in recent years on issues of food safety and security.16 
Raising pigs and growing vegetables to high organic standards in a traditional landscape 
ĂƚƚƌĂĐƚĞĚŵĂŶǇĐŝƚŝǌĞŶƐĨƌŽŵ>ŝŶ ?ĂŶĂŶd Hangzhou cities. 300 of them have registered to 
ďĞĐŽŵĞŵĞŵďĞƌƐŽĨ ‘^ƵŶŽŵŵƵŶĞ ?ĂƐŽĨ ? ? ? ? ?ĂĐŚŵĞŵďĞƌŽĨ ‘^ƵŶŽŵŵƵŶĞ ?ŚĂƐƚŽ
contribute £2500 per year in exchange for a weekly package that includes 5 kilos of rice, 3 
kilos of pork, 10 kilos of vegetables and a bag of eggs. And they also receive two chickens or 
ducks on a monthly basis in the deal17 ?hƐŝŶŐƉĂƌƚŽĨƚŚŝƐĐŽůůĞĐƚŝǀĞĨƵŶĚŝŶŐ ? ‘^ƵŶŽŵŵƵŶĞ ?
now rents an area of 333 km2 in the Shuangmiao village vicinity. And it employs 20 plus 
villagers, all of whom were experienced farmers aged over 50. Some of them are directly 
employed, while others work as sub-contractors. One villager explained his surprise when 
Sun Commune bought rice from his paddy fields in 2013 at over twice the average price of 
the township market18. Architect Haoru Chen was first invited by Wei Chen to act as a 
consultant for site selection, then to produce strategic plans and finally to become lead 
ĚĞƐŝŐŶĞƌĨŽƌƚŚĞ ‘ĐŽŵŵƵŶĞ ? ?dƌĂŝŶĞĚŝŶEĞǁzŽƌŬ ?ŚĞŶŝƐĂ ŵĞƌŝĐĂŶ-Chinese architect 
who teaches as an associate professor in the School of Architecture at the Chinese Academy 
of Art in Hangzhou city where he also maintains his own small practice. The Sun Commune 
was his first Chinese project. The head of the Chinese Academy of Arts school of 
architecture is internationally acclaimed architect Wang Shu, with whom Haoru Chen shares 
a common interest in the rural vernacular. Chen spent three years in the field researching 
farm houses in Chinese rural villages, an experience that taught him their local importance, 
their levels of self-sufficiency and their relationships with organic life cycles and micro-
ecology.  
Planning process:  
ShƵĂŶŐŵŝĂŽ ?ƐĐŚĞĂƉůĂŶĚƌĞŶƚ ?ŵŝůĚĂŶĚŚƵŵŝĚĐůŝŵĂƚĞ and its isolation from other farming 
zones where pesticide and fertilizer were heavily used, determined its choice as the site of 
ƚŚĞ ‘^ƵŶŽŵŵƵŶĞ ?ĂĨƚĞƌ ?ŵŽŶƚŚƐ ?ŝŶǀĞƐƚŝŐĂƚŝŽŶďǇ,ĂŽƌƵŚĞŶĂŶĚŚŝƐĂƐƐŝƐƚĂŶƚƐ ?/ƚǁĂƐ
located in a long and narrow valley some 3600 metres long, with only one access road for 
transport. As well as farmland for different crops, a series of other agricultural projects 
including a pig barn, a hen barn, and a goat valley were also strategically planned, with the 
pig barn containing 100 pigs to act as a pilot project. Chen identified a specific site for this 
pig barn in virgin land alongside a small river in the deepest part of the valley. This site is 
some distance from Shuangmiao village and other human facilities, such as the irrigation 
water tanks scatted around the centƌĂůƐƉŝŶĞŽĨƚŚĞ ‘^ƵŶŽŵŵƵŶĞ ? ?&ŽůůŽǁŝŶŐƐƚƵĚŝĞƐŽĨ
the habits of pig groups, and advanced pig farm management techniques, the 380m2 site 
was subdivided into pig activity zones including resting and eating and an outside swimming 
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pool for about 100 pigs. The intention was not only to facilitate the daily routines of pigs but 
also to have minimal impact on the existing wilderness.  
Design process:  
The next key parameter was the construction material for this temporary shelter which had 
a very low budget and a tight schedule. Although it could be prefabricated in nearby towns, 
with light-weight industrial materials, transportation costs for such a scheme would have 
been high. Instead, the abundant bamboo and thatch growing on the valley slopes seemed 
perfect; it was free, climatically adaptable, easily disassembled and bio degradable. The 
ůŽĐĂůƚŚĂƚĐŚǁĂƐƚŽƵŐŚĂŶĚĐŽƵůĚŐƌŽǁĂƐŚŝŐŚĂƐĂƉĞƌƐŽŶ ?ŝŶ^ŚƵĂŶŐŵŝĂŽ ?ƐǀĞƌŶĂĐƵůĂƌ
architecture it was commonly weaved to create a water-proof roof, bamboo too was widely 
used; for making supporting frames and screen walls. But traditional skills and methods for 
working with thatch and bamboo had been disappearing, as is the case in almost every rural 
village in China. Those specific skills and tacit forms of knowledge were vital not only for the 
ďƵŝůĚŝŶŐ ?ƐĐŽŶƐƚƌƵĐƚŝŽŶ ?ďƵƚĨŽƌŝƚƐŵĂŝŶƚĞŶĂŶĐĞƚŽŽ ?,ĂŽƌƵŚĞŶƌĞĐŽŐŶŝƐĞĚƚŚĂƚƐĞĂƌĐŚŝŶŐ
for, learning from, and working with local carpenters and other craftsmen was the only way 
to utilise these methods and sustain such knowledge. By chance, a bamboo craftsman called 
Shuqing Luo was found through an ĞůĚĞƌůǇǀŝůůĂŐĞƌ ?ƐƌĞĐŽŵŵĞŶĚĂƚŝŽŶ ?ĂƐƚŚĞƚŚŝƌĚ
generation of a family of bamboo craftsmen in Shuangmiao village, Luo, along with his two 
brothers, had abandoned bamboo construction for a better life many years earlier19. The 
team persuaded him to return, just for this project, to work as a consultant at the schematic 
design stage and as foreman to the on-site construction team. With his experience and 
input, appropriate and site specific winter bamboo was cut, processed, and seasoned away 
ĨƌŽŵŝŶƐĞĐƚƐ ?ƐƵŶůŝŐŚƚĂŶĚƌĂŝŶǁĂƚĞƌ ?ƚŽŵĂŬĞŝƚĚƵƌĂďůĞĞŶŽƵŐŚĨŽƌƚŚĞƐŚĞůƚĞƌ ?ƐĞǆƉĞĐƚĞĚ ?
years of use. The roof thatching was conducted under the guidance of elderly villagers, from 
whom the team learnt how to recognize, collect and weave local thatch into breathable roof 
panels. The foundations which were supposed to touch the land as lightly as possible were 
made with stones from the nearby river combined with rammed earth from the site.  
Learning about the performance and tectonic properties of bamboo and thatch gave Haoru 
Chen and his team the confidence to develop a multi-faceted, triangulated architectural 
system for the pig barn. Four triangular structural units, each 8 metres wide by 8 metres 
long and 4 metres high, created four voids through which plenty of cross-ventilation could 
occur. This was partly necessary because the humidity generated from both outside 
humidity and the pigs inside could easily affect the structural performance of the bamboo 
and thatch. All bamboo components with a diameter more than 15 centimetres were 
interconnected to form a diagonal lattice, which functioned as the major frame to support 
ƚŚĞĐŽŶƚŝŶƵŽƵƐĨŽůĚĞĚƌŽŽĨ ?ƐƚŚĂƚĐŚƉĂŶĞůƐ ?&ŝŐƵƌĞ5). The deep overhang of the thatched 
roof provided shaded the pigs, as well as the inner bamboo frame from the sun. To anchor 
the bamboo frame, it was attached to ten load-bearing pads made of rubble, each pad had a 
width of 1 metre and a height of 1.2 metres. This technique would not only preserve the 
existing ground soil but also allow for more ventilation from ground. These helped create 
the central corridor along the east-west axis which was used for the farmer to feed the pigs 
on each side. With its filtered light and shadow, the geometry of its structure and its linear 
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ground plan, this pig barn has an unexpected sense of place and ritualized movement and 
interaction between people and animals, and artefact and the nature along its main axis 
(Figure 6).  
Collective construction:  
After the schematic CAD visualisations, there were no more drawings. The axonometric 
drawing clearly guided the overall structure and cladding construction approach, but it did 
not set out close up construction details. Detail development was left to adjustments, 
ŶĞŐŽƚŝĂƚŝŽŶƐĂŶĚĞǀĞŶ ‘ŚĂƉƉǇĂĐĐŝĚĞŶƚƐ ?ŽŶƐŝƚĞ ?dŚĞĐŽŶƐƚƌƵĐƚŝŽŶǁĂƐĂĐŽůůĞĐƚŝǀĞƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĞ
both in terms of design and build (Figure 7). The architect and the craftsman both 
supervised and worked on site, the primary frame was made in a week by a team that 
included craftsmen, architects, students and village volunteers. All the thatched roof panels 
were handmade by villagers during their free time after farming.  
Rainwater control was critical to the life span and performance of both bamboo frame and 
thatch roof, but this was tackled on site in vernacular fashion (Figure 8). The overlapping of 
each thatched roof panel carefully considered their slight differentiations in weave pattern, 
and organised them in a way that the stream of rainwater could run along the rod of each 
reed into bamboo drainpipes, this was achieved without a modern waterproof layer. Such 
an impermeable airtight layer would have caused the thatch to rot, meaning that it would 
have to be replaced or added to annually. Consciously or unconsciously, one of the village ?Ɛ 
vernacular building traditions was reinvented. The building would never be completed, 
instead, it was in a constant process of building and rebuilding; it became an assemblage of 
time, labour, skill and knowledge.  
Social impact:  
The barn was well received by its main users; one hundred pigs. They lived in comfort and 
would finally satisfy the demand of the members ŽĨ ‘^ƵŶŽŵŵƵŶĞ ?ĨƌŽŵƚŚĞĐŝƚǇ, for well 
reared pork. The pig barn was managed full time since 2013 by a villager with the surname 
of Yang for which he earnt £3600 21 per annum, about 4 times the average annual income in 
the Sun Township. Based on such data, one can assume that the profits generated by the 
ǁŚŽůĞ ‘^ƵŶŽŵŵƵŶĞ ?ĂƌĞƉƌŽďĂďůǇƋƵŝƚĞĐŽŶƐŝĚĞƌĂďůĞ ?ĂůƚŚŽƵŐŚŵŽƌĞĐŽŵƉůĞƚĞĚĂƚĂŝƐŶŽƚ
accessible because of commercial confidentiality. In contrast to perceptions of pig barns as 
dirty animal factories, this simple, carefully made shelter played a transformative economic, 
ĞĐŽůŽŐŝĐĂůĂŶĚƐŽĐŝĂůƌŽůĞĨŽƌ^ŚƵĂŶŐŵŝĂŽ ?dŚĞƉƵďůŝĐŝƚǇŝƚƌĞĐĞŝǀĞĚĐƌĞĂƚĞĚĂůŽƚŽĨ ‘ďƌĂŶĚ
ideŶƚŝƚǇ ?ĨŽƌƚŚĞ ‘^ƵŶŽŵŵƵŶĞ ? ?^ŚƵĂŶŐŵŝĂŽǀŝůůĂŐĞ ?ƚŚĞĂĚũĂĐĞŶƚŚƵǇŝǁƵǀŝůůĂŐĞ ?ĂŶĚ
ĞǀĞŶĨŽƌƚŚĞǁŚŽůĞ^ƵŶƚŽǁŶƐŚŝƉĂŶĚ>ŝŶ ?ĂŶĐŝƚǇ ?/ƚǁĂƐƐŚŽƌƚůŝƐƚĞĚĂŶĚǀŝĚĞŽĞĚĂƐ ‘ƚŚĞŵŽƐƚ
ďĞĂƵƚŝĨƵůƉŝŐďĂƌŶŝŶŚŝŶĂ ? ?ǁŝĚĞůǇƉƵďůŝƐŚĞĚƚŚƌŽƵŐŚŽƉĞŶ-accessed online platforms, and 
has attracted numerous tourists interested in architecture and organic agriculture. 
Following the success of the barn, local people from Shuangmiao and other villages nearby 
were eager to participate and work on subsequent Sun Commune projects22. Urban 
members of the Commune were also interested in engaging more: some spent weekends 
visiting the new and old sites of the Commune and working with rural villagers in busy 
periods such as seeding and harvest, in response to invitation emails from the founding 
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partners. One of the key architectural institutions in China, the School of Architecture of 
Southeast University, was attracted too, and they participated in constructing barns for 
chickens and ducks. A summer school there was led by the dean for a group of M.Arch 
ƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐĂŶĚĐŽŽƌĚŝŶĂƚĞĚďǇ,ĂŽƌƵŚĞŶŝŶƚŚĞƐƵŵŵĞƌŽĨ ? ? ? ? ?ŶĚƚŚĞ ‘^ƵŶŽŵŵƵŶĞ ?
even became an off-campus base for this prestigious school which intends to host regular 
academic teaching events there. More local economies could be nurtured in this way, either 
directly or indirectly.  
 ?^ƵŶŽŵŵƵŶĞ ? considered:  
The pig barn was well designed and planned, socially-engaged in its building, and productive 
in use. The sustainable treatment to the site and structure, the beautifully articulated 
geometry and proportions, and the roughness of the natural materials, all led the building 
from being a regular agricultural shelter, to a piece of architecture embedded in vernacular 
tradition and craftsmanship. Although the design drawings indicate that this was initially 
designed by an architect, the design development and building process was a collaborative 
and communal process that suited the collective ethos of the Commune. The shelter was 
only built to last 5 years, but the question is whether the meanings, values and re-
invigorated site specific local knowledge it generated could trigger more sustainable 
developments throughout the whole region. The fact is that the Commune and its 
ĂƌĐŚŝƚĞĐƚƵƌĂůŝŶƚĞƌǀĞŶƚŝŽŶƐƐŽĨĂƌŚĂǀĞŶ ?ƚďĞĞŶŐĞŶĞƌĂƚĞĚĨƌŽŵ within the local indigenous 
ĐŽŵŵƵŶŝƚǇ ?dŚĞƉŝŐ ?ĐŚŝĐŬĞŶĂŶĚĚƵĐŬďĂƌŶƐĂƌĞĂůů ‘ůŽĐĂůƐƚƌĂŶŐĞƌƐ ? ?
The barn and the Sun Commune created a win-win modus operandi for urban-rural 
exchange: urban citizens input capital in exchange for conscientiously farmed local food, 
and rural villagers market their produce more sustainably and profitably than before. More 
local employment is likely to be generated as a result of the positive publicity generated for 
the Commune and the village, in commercial tourism, academic teaching as well as 
agriculture and food distribution; but who should be benefiting the most? Ethically the 
villagers should have their fair share, but the realistic outcome is that their village will be 
consumed by the urban Commune members as a site for capital investment and a weekend 
destination. 
 
Concluding Thoughts 
At a time when China has been undergoing an enormous rural to urban transition, 
numerous Chinese architects, artists and academics have tried to bridge the gap that has 
grown between their profession and rural vernacular culture. Within the setting of the 
village, the social production of architecture is of paramount importance. This is because 
architecture has historically not only been the symbol, but actually the embodiment of 
family politics, ancestry and clan culture in Chinese rural villages. It is not only about place-
making, but also about identity-making. As Kim Dovey puts it;  ‘WůĂĐĞƐƐǇŵďŽůŝǌĞƐŽĐŝĂůůǇ
constructed identities and differences  W of peoples, cultures, institutions and nations. The 
politics of identity and difference is mediated in an arena of spatial representations and the 
ŝŶĞƌƚŝĂŽĨďƵŝůĚŝŶŐƐĐĂŶĨŝǆŝĚĞŶƚŝƚǇŽǀĞƌƚŝŵĞ ? ? 23 Furthermore, in Chinese villages the 
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building process was a social process; family members and neighbourhood villagers 
participated in this collective event as communal ritual and according to specific times in the 
calendar and through this elevated building into architecture. At the same time, ordinary 
members of the local community were empowered to make places for people, in the space 
between the maker and the user and progressively diminishing thresholds between the self 
and the other. The sense of the architecture of communal form and collective practice, both 
in terms of its transformative process and its never-finished product, had been acting as a 
social glue to unite the village community.  
Although such socially-engaged traditions and communal rituals in the production of village 
architecture has been almost completely destroyed by hegemonic urbanization and broader 
socio-political changes, such as the Cultural Revolution (1966-1976), in the past few 
decades, the two projects described and discussed here show how architecture, initiated by 
creative outsiders and co-produced by local people show that it is still possible to negotiate 
this change in a more communal form and through more collective practice than is usual 
today. They also reveal difficult ethical challenges, and questions of ecological and social 
sustainability through their development practices that emerge because of the uneven 
social statuses of architect and villager. Both Sun and Bishan communes were started with 
idealistic visions for their specific social, cultural and site contexts. They rejected demolition 
and instead tried to recycle buildings, reinvigorate local skills and knowledge and 
progressively transform their villages in inclusive ways. But how much participation was 
there? As the two cases studies show, there are different degrees and approaches to 
community participation in such projects. In the Bishan Commune, the initial social 
investment and enthusiasm was achieved though collaborative working and documentation 
of the craftsmanship and its representation festival, but following this early phase, the 
creative, participative interplay between the curator, artist and architect on one hand, and 
long term villagers on the other, proved not to be sustainable at the initial levels of 
interaction. In the Sun Commune, participants shared their almost forgotten local 
ĂƌĐŚŝƚĞĐƚƵƌĂůƐŬŝůůƐĂŶĚŬŶŽǁůĞĚŐĞǁŝƚŚƚŚĞƐŽĐĂůůĞĚ ‘ĞǆƉĞƌƚ ?ŽƵƚƐŝĚĞƌƐ ?ĂŶĚĂŐƌĞĂƚĞƌƐĞŶƐĞ
of ownership resulted. It developed a way to revitalise traditional local architectural 
knowledge and gave it renewed value to the village. However the commune was still framed 
for consumption by an urban middle class, and so how long that sense of communal 
ďĞůŽŶŐŝŶŐůĂƐƚƐŝŶŝŶĚŝŐĞŶŽƵƐǀŝůůĂŐĞƌƐ ?ŚĞĂƌƚƐƌĞŵĂŝŶƐĂƋƵĞƐƚŝŽŶǁŽƌƚŚĂƐŬŝŶŐ ?ĂƐĂƌĞƚŚŽƐĞ
of who owns, who controls and who benefits most from the commune. Further contextual 
analysis is needed to further understand the longer term effects these two village 
communes have had on their respective communities. Despite limitations in their attempts 
to build individual and collective inclusiveness and accessibility through the construction of 
their respective spatial and material resources, they did achieve a range of communal 
ĞǆĐŚĂŶŐĞƐ ?tŝƚŚŝŶŚŝŶĂ ?ƐŚĞŐĞŵŽŶŝĐƵƌďĂŶŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ ?ƚŚĞƐĞĂƚƚĞŵƉƚƐƚŽĨŽƌŵďŽƚƚŽŵƵƉ
models of village re-vitalisation represent important breakthroughs from which others can 
learn.  
On the evidence gathered thus far from studying these projects, one can read these projects 
in different ways. One could, for example, use them as a means to gauge the shortcomings 
ŽĨZŝĐŚĂƌĚ&ůŽƌŝĚĂ ?Ɛ ‘ĐƌĞĂƚŝǀĞĐůĂƐƐ ?ĂŶĚĐƵůƚƵƌĂůƉƌŽĚƵĐƚŝŽŶĂƐĂĨŽƌĐĞĨŽƌƌĞŐĞŶĞƌĂƚŝŽŶ ?ǁŚĞŶ
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applied to Chinese village contexts where there has been a long and deep history of 
communality and self-determination. The success or failure of, on the other hand, a more 
careful reading, along the lines of Bruno Latour, of these projects/ places with complex 
social networks leads one to recognise the need to focus much more upon the 
transformative potential of architecture as a process of social production in these contexts. 
It is at this level that architecture might play a role in developing communal resilience in 
Chinese Villages.   
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1 Charles Wishart Hayford, To the People: James Yen and Village China (New York: Columbia 
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7 Interview with Head of Bishan Village by the author in 2015 in Bishan Village.     
8 Interview with villagers of Bishan Village by the author in 2015 in Bishan Village; and by his friend 
in 2016 in Bishan Village. 
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List of Image Captions 
 
Figure 1. Bishan village, its rural characteristics are maintained for urban tourists, hence; 
 ‘ƌƵƌĂůĨĂĐĞďƵƚƵƌďĂŶŵĂƐŬ ? ?ŶŽůĚĂŶĐĞƐƚƌĂůŚĂůůǁĂƐĞǆƉŽƐĞĚĂĨƚĞƌƚŚĞĐůĞĂƌŝŶŐŽƵƚŽĨŝƚƐ
neighbourhood buildings. Photograph by the author.   
 
Figure 2.     10 ŵŝŶƵƚĞƐ ‘ŝƐŚĂŶ,ŽƵƌƐ ? ?ƚŚĞƚŝŵĞ-bank-currency introduced by the Bishan 
ŽŵŵƵŶĞ ?ǁŚŝĐŚĂŝŵĞĚƚŽƌĞĐŽŶŶĞĐƚƚŚĞƚƌĂĚŝƚŝŽŶĂůǀŝůůĂŐĞƐƉŝƌŝƚŽĨ ‘ŵƵƚƵĂůĂŝĚ ? ?ǁŚŝĐŚŝŶĐůƵĚĞĚƚŚĞ
exchange of time and labour in everyday life. Whether the dissemination of this concept and the 
actual use of this currency were successful, is questionable. Source: Bishan Commune 
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Figure 3.     The abandoned ancestral hall chosen as the starting point of the Commune 
proposal. This building was given re-programmed as an avant-garde bookstore, part of a national 
wide chain owned by a friend of Ning Ou. Photograph by the author.                                                          
 
Figure 4.  Another ancestral hall where the  ‘ŝƐŚĂŶ,ĂǀĞƐƚŝǀĂů ?ƚŽŽŬƉůĂĐĞŝŶ ? ? ? ? ?^ŝŶĐĞƚŚĞŶ/ƚ
has remained disused. Photograph by the author.  
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Figure 5.  The pig barn as seen from the adjacent field. Photograph by Wei Song.  
 
Figure 6.   Pig barn, internal corridor. Source: Sun Commune 
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Figure 7.  Group photo of roof builders. Source: Sun Commune 
 
Figure 8.  Bamboo drainage pipes directing rainwater from the thatched roof to the ground via 
stone foundation pads. Source: Sun Commune  
